ABSTRACT
in the communication styles of U.S. and Arabic cultures (Levine, 1985) . High-context cultures are known for indirectness in the composition of conventional written messages such as letters: they allow message to develop gradually in a roundabout manner and get to the point towards the end (Campbell, 1998) . Several studies have found that due to their collectivist orientation, individuals from Asian and Arab cultures are likely to be more polite than individuals from low-context, individualist cultures in both verbal and written communications (e.g., Feghali, 1997; Park et al., 2005) . Therefore, we hypothesize that this tendency towards indirectness and politeness will carry over to computer mediated communication as well:
Hypothesis 2: Individuals from low-context cultures will write e-mails that are perceived as more direct than the emails written by individuals of high-context cultures, from the perspective of individuals from low-context cultures.
Hypothesis 3:
Individuals from high-context cultures will write e-mails that are perceived as more polite than the emails written by individuals of low-context cultures, from the perspective of individuals from low-context cultures.
Members of high-context, collectivist cultures are considered to be more concerned about relationships than tasks, and thus may be expected to be more polite as compared to the more task-oriented members of individualist cultures. However, the lack of directness and the emphasis on politeness may diminish the effectiveness of the message being communicated:
Hypothesis 4: Messages written by individuals from low context cultures will be perceived as more effective compared to messages written by individuals of high context cultures, from the perspective of individuals from lowcontext cultures.
METHOD
Participants for this study were recruited among Japanese, American, and Jordanian undergraduate students attending US universities. A total of 183 students participated in this study, of which 125 were American, 32 Jordanian, and 25 Japanese.
The participants in the study were asked to read a hypothetical situation, which was developed by Cocroft and Ting-Toomey (1994) specifically to test the communication behaviors of people from high-context and lowcontext cultures. The hypothetical situation used asks participants to imagine their classmate asked them for a favor (borrow a textbook from a professor); once the classmate gets the book, he/she does no return it on time, despite the participant's initial request. After reading this hypothetical scenario, participants were asked to state their preferred channel of communication to handle this conflict, but then imagine that the only way to reach the other student was by electronic mail. They were then asked to write an e-mail message requesting the return of the book. The scenario was presented in English, and the e-mail was also to be composed in English.
We asked four American raters to evaluate a subsample of 56 e-mails on three dimensions -politeness, clarity, and effectiveness. The raters were undergraduate US students taking a business course at a large southern US university. They were provided rating instructions, and were presented the emails to rate in a random order. Raters were unaware of the message writer's nationality.
Communication Quantity and Quality
The volume of communication was measured by the length of the message, i.e., the number of symbols it contains. The directness and politeness of the e-mails were evaluated by 4 American raters using one 5-point Likert type scale (e.g. Very unclear = 1, Very clear = 5) for each of these variables. Effectiveness was operationalized as the rater's likelihood to comply with the request expressed by the writer (on a scale of 1 to 5). The raters were undergraduate students at a US university. We randomly varied the order in which the raters read the e-mails to avoid bias. familiarity with the culture of the message recipient, and perceived cultural distance between the message writer and recipient; the coefficients for these were not statistically significant, and are not reported here. *p<0.1,**p<0.05,***p<0.01
Message length varied across high context and low context cultural groups (descriptive statistics are available from the authors). The regression analysis reported in Table 1 shows that Japanese subjects wrote e-mails that were about 35% shorter compared to US subjects, and this difference in message length was significant at the 0.05 level. Jordanian e-mails were 25% shorter compared to US e-mails, but the difference, although in the expected direction, was marginally significant (p=0.13). Of the control variables, gender had a significant relationship with message length, with men writing shorter e-mails than women. These results provide partial support for Hypothesis 1. The Japanese sample behaved as expected, and although the Jordanian participants did not differ from US students in terms of message volume, further qualitative analysis of their e-mails' content suggested that message length was driven by different factors in these cultures. Messages written by US respondents tended to be long because they contained a lot of specific information, whereas messages written by Jordanian participants tended to be long because they contained a lot of roundabout politeness.
Hypothesis 2 received some support. The results were in the expected direction (see Table 2 ), but the mean differences in perceived clarity between high context and low context cultural groups are statistically significant at the 0.10 level. Hypothesis 3 was partially supported -Jordanian e-mails were perceived, on average, as more polite than US e-mails; however, Japanese e-mails were not (see Table 2 ). Hypothesis 4 was supported. It was tested using a regression model similar to the one for hypotheses 2 and 3. The results from regressing perceived effectiveness on cultural group dummies (R square = 0.10, F=2.93, p=0.062) indicated that the messages written by Japanese participants (coefficient = -0.58, p = p.10) and Jordanian participants (coefficient = -0.81, p = 0.03) were rated as less effective than those written by US writers (average effectiveness of 4.25 on a scale of 1 to 5) by the 4 American raters used in this study.
DISCUSSION
Our results indicated that cultural differences in communication styles do carry over to electronic communication. As expected, low-context communicators wrote e-mails that were relatively longer, clearer, and less polite (as perceived by low-context raters), compared to the e-mails generated by communicators from the two high-context cultures studied. The results for high-context communicators uncovered interesting differences that call for further research. Participants from the two high-context cultures studied, Japanese and Jordanian, used different communication strategies. Future research might benefit from more refined models of culturallydetermined communication patterns and preferences.
Our study has several limitations. Our samples of Japanese and Jordanian respondents were small. Also, we used one particular type of communication scenario, so it is difficult to generalize to other communication situations in general. Finally, as with all research using undergraduate students, it is difficult to generalize their behaviors to the population of all multinational company employees, although they may be similar to entry-level employees. 
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